Early results of a large-scale field experiment investigating the link between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency are discussed. Learning-disabled adolescents were found to be proportionately overrepresented in a sample of 397, male, 12 to lS-year-old, adjudicated juvenile delinquents, when compared to an officially nondelinquent sample of 984, 12 to lS-year-old boys. The percentages of learning-disabled youths in these samples were 32 and 16,
conclusions; and make policy recommendations based on these conclusions. The AIR study concluded that the existing literature neither firmly established nor completely disproved a relationship between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency, but that the pattern of learning problems among delinquents warranted further study (Murray, 1976) . The AIR study cited various probl=ms with previously reported investigations of the LD/JD link; among them:
(1) the absence of comparative studies of the prevalence of LD in adjudicated delinquent and officially nondelinquent populations; (2) definitional, diagnostic, procedural, analytic and presentational difficulties with the investigations, precluding reliable estimates of the prevalence of learning disabilities;
and ( The ultimate goal of the program is to provide information that will assist in the development of informed policy regarding learning disabilities and delinquency prevention. The research and development program has several major objectives:
(1) The determination of the prevalence of LD in groups of adjudicated delinquent and officiallY nondelinquent 12 to lS-year-old boys;
(2) an exploration of some of the definitional issues concerning learning disabilities; The definition utilized in our study then, is one of positive classification of LD by assessing discrepancies between measures of abilities and achievement, and by excluding children with other particular handicapping conditions.
However, it was not based upon particular assumptions concerning the causes of LD.
Juvenile delinguency. Historically, defining juvenile delinquency has been problematic. Disagreements concerning the conceptualization and measurement of delinquent behavior have made estimates of its incidence, as well as comparisons among estimates, difficult. Many of the problems stem from variations among statutes and in the treatment of juvenile offenders from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and from the fact that many referrals to the juvenile justice system are handled informally. Just as it was necessary to develop an operational definition of LD, it was necessary also to develop a research definition which was applicable across project sites, whereby each"youth could be classified as delinquent or nondelinquent for purposes of assignment to samples within the study.
A two-step analysis was undertaken (Greguras, Broder, and Zimmerman, Note 3) . The initial step in the analysis involved examining alternative approaches to defining delinquency and led to the conclusion that legal criteria were more workable than behavioral criteria as the primary basis for classifying participants. (However, a self-reported delinquency scale was also used in the study ~nd is discussed below.) The second step was the identification and analysis of various points of penetration into the juvenile justice system (e.g., police contact, arrest, etc.) to determine the degree of involvement considered to be the most feasible for this study.
Each identifiable point of penetration into the juvenile justice system was analyzed according to four criteria. First, the point had to be common to, and clearly identifiable in, the court system records of all three project sites. Second, the point could not be so far into the system that it sharply limited the potential sample size. Third, the point of penetration had to be far enough into the system that the reluctance on the part of the court to the release of youths' names (directory information) for purposes of obtaining informed consent could be allayed. Finally, the point of penetration had to be such that it was clear that the youths had manifested delinquent behaviors on at least one occasion.
After con~idering the various factors, the primary criterion chosen for the operational definition was adjudication by a juvenile court. The juveniles could have been adjudicated for a delinquent,act (an act which if committed by an adult would be a crime) or a status offense (an act which if committed by an adult would not be a crime, i.e., habitual truancy). Adjudication is an identifiable pOint of penetration into the juvenile justice system which is common to all thr~e sites. It satisfies the need for a sample large enough to ens~re the reliability and validity of research findings.
Prevalence of Learning Disabilities
Many estimates of the prevalence of learning disabilities have been made using various types of testing batteries and criteria. The prevalence of LD in the general population has been estimated at between 7 and 10 percent (Myklebust and Boshes, Note 4; Graydon, 1978; Murray, 1976 Using that means of classification, 16 percent of the officially nondelinquent, public school youth and 32 percent of the adjudicated delinquent youth of the same age and sex were determined to have learning disabilities (see Table 1 ).
Insert support. Yet, for many, the relationship between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency seems obvious and compelling.
The two most prominent explant ions for the link between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency have been called the "school failure rationale" and the "susceptibility rationale" (Murray, 1976) . The first proposes thwt the child's difficulties in learning lead to classroom failure which; in turn, lead to a greater probability of delinquency. The second proposes that learning-disabled children have "a variety of socially troublesome personality characteristics" which make them "susceptible" to delinquent acts. Both hypotheses assume intermediate effects, such as the development of a negative self image, association with peers prone to delinquency, and general impulsiveness, which lead to delinquent activities and, subsequently, to entry into the juvenile justice system. The following is the way in which the LD/JD link has commonly been described in the literature:
Two things corne into play in explaining how learning disabilities contribute to delinquent behavior • . Frustration in sc~ool often leads to agressive behavior. The child becomes more and more frustrated as his needs go unmet and the aggression spreads to all facets of his life. He calls attention to his unmet needs by delinquent behavior. Secondly, because many learning disabled children are impulsive and lack good judgment, they are unable to anticipate the consequences of their acts. They often cannot control their behavior and they do not learn from experience. (Unger, 1978, p. 27) .
Of all the hypotheses suggested in the literature to e~plain the chain of events leading from learning disabilities to juvenile delinquency, the school failure hypothesis is cited most frequently. The strong, consistent finding that juvenile delinquents have records of lower than average school achievement makes this explanation appealing (see Bernstein, 1978; Comptroller General of the United States, 1977; Elliott and Voss, 1974; Graydon, 1978; and Mauser, 1974) .
If indeef there is a relationship between LD and JD, there should be a higher prevalence of specific learning disabilities among juvenile delinquent youth than among nondelinquent youth. But, at the time of Murray's (1976) review, this seemingly simple hypothesis remained untested; no attempt had been made to test comparable delinquent and nondelinquent samples at the same time, with the same instruments, and in a manner sufficiently objective to preclude diagnostic biases. Moreover, there had been no clearly specified operational definition of learning disabilities that could have been used among these different populations.
The preliminary results of the prevalence study summarized above, as well as previous studies, strongly suggest that proportionately more adjudicated delinquent youths have learning disabilities than nonadjudicated youths. Proponents of a causal LD/JD link generally share a common notion, namely that the learning~disabled child is more likely to engage in delinquent behavior and, therefore, is more likely to be adjudicated delinquent, than his or her nonlearning-disabled peer. It is our investigation of precisely this notion which has led us to question the school failure and susceptibility rationales and to propose an alternative hypothesis concerning the relationship between LD and JD (Zimmerman, Rich, Keilitz and Broder, Note 8) .
It was hypothesized that learning-disabled children would report greater frequencies or different varieties of delinquent activities than nonlearning-disabled children. Our sample of officially nondelinquent public school and adjudicated delinquent youth, classified as tu the presence of LD, were asked to report the delinquent behaviors in which they engaged. 7 Somewhat surprisingly, the data suggest that learning-disabled and nonlearning-disabled children engage in the same types and amounts of delinquent activities. Table 2 shows the percentage of children in both the nondelinquent, public school and delinquent samples who reported having ever engaged in behavior falling into seven offense categories. The reported delinquent behaviors of learning-disabled and nonlearning-disabled children are highly similar in all categories. A review of the official records of the officially
Insert Table 2 about here delinquent sample revealed the same pattern. Table 3 shows the percentage of children who were adjudicated for offenses in each of the seven categories. Those children who are
Insert Table 3 about here adjudicated delinquents tend to be convicted of the same types of offenses, regardless of whether they are learning disabled or not.
The school failure hypothesis and the susceptibility hypothesis both purport to explain why learning-disabled -children are more likely than nonlearning-disabled children to &r'gage in delinquent activities. Our data do' not support the~e hypotheses about the LD/JD link. If it is accepted that learning-disabled and nonlearning-disabled children engage in the same delinquent behaviors, then neither the school failure hypothesis, the susceptibility hypothesis, nor any other hypotheses that propose differences in learning-disabled children's delinquent behaviors are supported by the data.
If there is a greater prevalence of learning disabilities among adjudicated juvenile delinquents than among public school children, and if it is accepted that learning-disabled and nonlearning-disabled children behave comparably, then a IIdifferent treatment ll rationale may be proposed as a general hypothesis that is consistent with the above data to explain the link between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency. That is, it may be argued that learning-disabled and nonlearning-disabled children engage in essentially the same behaviors but that, somewhere in the juvenile justice system, learning-disabled children are treated differently from nonlearning-disabled'children. It is possible that the differential treatment and the consequent greater likelihood of adjudication result from evidence of the child's failure in school, from a reaction to something about the child himself, or both. This is in line with the thinking that suggested the school failure and susceptibility rationales. However, the different treatment hypothesis asserts that the tD child is treated differently, for whatever reason, for the same delinquent behavior.
Looking Ahead
The objectives of this effort, combining research and program evaluation, have been only partially met at this writing. Additional analyses in the areas discussed above will be conducted with data already acquired, as well'as with newly acquired data. The question of whether the apparent relationship between LD and official delinquency can be substanti"ated or is spurious (I.e., that both are related to some other extraneous variable) will be explored as fully as the data will permit. Analysis of two-year longtitudinal data will focus on changes in the delinquent behavior of the officially nondelinquent public school sample as a function of whether or not they originally were classified learning-disabled. Follow-up comparisons of self-reported delinquency, self-reported police contacts and court records will be conducted with data collected at two points in time.
The changes in delinquent behavior of the adjudicated delinquents who are learning disabled also will be examined over time as a function of whether or not they are enrolled in the project~s program of LD remediation.
A construct validation of the definition of learning disabilities used in our research will be conducted in 1979.
This procedure will employ the data collected in the diagnostic
assessments, and will demonstrate the extent to which the operational definition of LD used in this study has produced results that are consistent with the assumptions used in constructing the test battery and assessment procedures.
In the next two years a major effort will be directed Subtests (Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough and Karp 1974) .
The test battery is described more fully in Barrows, et ale (Note 1).
7The self-reported delinquency questionnaire consisted of 28 items concerning behaviors ranging from relatively minor, status-type offenses to delinquent behaviors of a serious nature, as well as questions pertaining to police pick-up. For each behavior, the participants were asked to report the frequency with which they had engaged in it, both overall and during the past year. More information about the self-report scale is contained in papers by Broder and Zimmerman (Note 9) and Zimmerman and Broder (Note 10) . 
